ONE FOOT IN THE GRAVE

be at home. Besides, in any case it wouldn't make any difference. I
know Jacqueline. Devout as she is, she'd be sure to think we were
doing the right thing. The only point is whether we shall get there
in time."

The road to Joinvry was covered with bumps and pot-holes. Gilon
drove as quickly as he could, avoiding as many bumps as possible, and
from time to time he turned to look at the eighty-seven-year-old fiance
whose betrothed might well be dead by the time they arrived.

The unforeseen, the night air, and the sound of the motor seemed to
have stimulated the Marquis. He remembered having once been driven
by Gilon before, on the occasion of his brother's, the General's, funeral
in the Church of the Invalides.

" I never thought I should have another reason to leave Mauglaives,"
he said suddenly.

The universe of the old, reduced first to park or garden, then merely
to a corner of garden, then to a single doorway, then to a room isolated
by a staircase never again to be descended, then to trousers and coat
on the back of a chair, never again to be worn; indeed, death, inexor-
ably, restricts the old till they occupy no more than a space limited to
the precise dimensions of their own bodies, even to the opening of the
tomb.

Urbain de La Monnerie was rather pleased with his outing; it in-
terrupted the monotonous, the daily increasing, limitations of his life.

He was aware of the object of the journey. He was going to Odile,
to "regularize things" in some way. He had said neither yes nor no
to Gilon, not out of prudence, but merely from indecision, from
a sort of insolvency of the will. The idea of this marriage in extremis,
of this act which was at once grave and purely theoretical, of this en-
gagement which applied only to acts which were over and done with,
aroused in him no more than a few echoes on the slack strings of
memory.

For the moment he allowed himself to be led on,, without realizing
it, by the circumstances and the will of others.

He had had a wife, Mathilde, whose fine black hair and pale face he
often recalled. The most beautiful woman in France; he judged, after
the Empress. Unfortunately she had been too narrow-hipped. The
child had died too. By way of revenge Urbain could no longer remem-
ber where Mathilde5s portrait was hung in Mauglaives.

Why had he not married Odile, when she had become a widow more
than twenty years ago? Fear of seeming ridiculous in the first place; he
had already reached the age when people are generally celebrating
their golden weddings: and then there were also the questions of con-
vention, principle and custom. Odile was by birth bourgeois, as were
indeed the Bondumonts. The only time she had ever mentioned the
subject of marriage to Urbain, he had harshly silenced her.
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